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ABSTRACT 


Und wenn du lange in einen Abgrund blickst, 
blickt der Abgrund auch in dich hinein. 


Nietzsche, Beyond good and Evil 1886 


In the words of the ancient Chinese proverb, May you live in interesting times! It 
would appear that we do — a time in which centuries of accumulative 
environmental degradation is rapidly forming a confluence driven the exponential 
growth in human population and resource consumption, leading towards what may 
be considered to be the end-game of global capital. As Nietzsche suggests — and 
when you gaze long into an abyss the abyss also gazes into thee. 

This paper examines of socio-political forces as they effect the complex 
balance of global environmental systems and the consequent macro scale 
counter-reactions in biological, ecological and climatic soheres. This theme will be 
achieved not by a conventional statistical or economic analysis but through 
metaphor — by the examination of the two of the Authors creative works: 

Silent Forest (1996) 
<http://www.sonicobjects.com/index.php/2005/07/08/silent_forest> 

and Supereste ut Pugnatis - Pugnatis ut Supereste (2013) 
<http://www.sonicobjects.com/index.php/2013/06/26/supereste ut _pugnatis pugn 
atis_ut_supereste>. 
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INTRODUCTION 

These two projects whilst differing radically in their methodology and physical 
structure both critique the accelerating drive towards a planetary ecocide (or 
omnicide) a catastrophe that has been unfolding for several centuries that 
operates across all sectors of human endeavour, the sum total of which 
interact to accelerate environmental instability. 

Both projects come from a series of works that consider historical, 
ideological and ecological sites of silence and silencing. The works address the 
negative spaces generated by political and cultural forces, in the belief that it is 
within these inarticulate voids, in the shadows and empty spaces that we are able 
to glimpse the massive contradictions of our economic and aesthetic realities. 
Whilst Silent Forest proposes a deep and attentive listening to the abyss of 
environmental and political silence — Supereste ut Pugnatis (Pugnatis) ut 
Supereste requires that we listen critically to the double-speak of border control, 
and a distorted biology of ethnicity as a tool of exclusion. 


EXHIBIT A - SILENT FOREST 

The massive fifty-two speaker array of Silent Forest made its debut at the San 
Francisco Art Institute gallery as a feature of SoundCulture 1996 and is now in the 
collection of the National Gallery of Victoria (Melbourne, Australia). As part of the 
silent-series of works that engage with the metaphor of silence — it counters urban 
stereotypes that romantically associate the natural world with tranquillity and the 
general absence of sound. In contrast the si/ent-series recognises that living 
systems constantly generate sound and that in this context silence is equated with 
dysfunction and the negation of life. 





Image 1. Silent Forest at the San Francisco Art Institute 
during SoundCulture 1996 © Nigel Helyer 


Silent Forest proposes that we listen to a cluster of silences decreed by 
political and military power and as such, is itself, constructed as a tracing of 
colonial and neo-colonial relationships that link cultural form with political force. 
The installation, together with its accompanying radio broadcast, weave a sonic 
web between a natural environment under chemical siege and the High culture of 
Western Opera. 

Conceptually Silent Forest developed from fieldwork in Vietnam and 
follows a trail of silence and silencing attached to two principal sites. Number one, 
the Ha Noi Opera House (Nha hat lon Ha Noi) built by the French colonial 
government between 1901 and 1911, which functioned as a significant factor in 
the silencing of traditional Vietnamese culture. Whilst his grandiose structure was 
designed to accommodate the entire francophone population of Indochina (the 
original French name for Vietnam) no Vietnamese musicians or traditional music 
were permitted; over-ruled and overlaid by European high-art music. 
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Image 2. Reproduction of a postcard showing the newly built 
Ha Ndi Opera House (Municipal Theatre) © public domain 


The leitmotiv of the Opera House is extended in the project by a direct 
sculptural reference to the large carousel of air-raid megaphones mounted on its 
roof by the next wave of colonial occupiers, the Japanese Imperial Army, during 
World War Two — this intersection of cultural and military sound offers a perfect 
symbol of soft and hard political power. These references are further amplified by 
the use of the Opera House in 1945~46 by the Viet Minh (the National Liberation 
Front), the Viet Bac (the Liberation Army) and the newly formed National Assembly 
which, with Ho Chi Minh at the helm, formed the constitution of the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam in November 1946. Perhaps the final irony is that the colonial 


impetus has come full-circle — the Opera House was restored to its former glory in 
preparation for the International Francophonie conference held in 1997 with 
French government aid (not to mention a new international hotel). 

As Gisele Bousquet notes “French leaders wished to use the conference 
to reclaim France’s importance to its former colonies and to affirm French 
centrality in the Francophone Community.... This was not a matter of colonial 
nostalgia on the part of France. Rather the French sought to use historical, 
linguistic and cultural ties as a way to challenge the expansion of anglophone 
global culture, which France sees as a threat to its own international power and 
influence.” (Bousquet, 2002:421 ) 


Tae 
rhe 


- . a AF * 5 
eS ‘ : eb \ rs > " 
i 4a ~ yg ’ bs . 
P : 


. 


. ae 
; . 





Image 3. Operation Ranch-hand © public domain 


The second trail leads to the jungle areas devastated and literally silenced 
during the American War by Agent Orange defoliant in Operation Ranch-hand. As 
a counterpoint to the physical form of the four large, suspended carousels of 
megaphones with their mix of musical fragments, the forest — an allusion to the 
five million acres that comprise the Land of the Dead, is represented by a grid- 
work of twenty slender towers, each supporting a glass chemical flask containing a 
dysfunctional bonsai arrangement, drowned in a viscous fluid. These also allude to 
traditional Vietnamese Temples, the forecourts of which frequently house large- 
scale bonsai arrangements — a celebration of wild nature embraced and revered 
as a distinctly Asian aesthetic. 


Image 4. Silent Forest (detail of Bonsai) © Nigel Helyer 





Topped by hidden speakers the forest towers relay, not the whispering of 
foliage, nor the rustling of a myriad of forest creatures — here the forest is 
reproduced from the surface noise of early archival 78 r.p.m. field recordings. The 
arrow of time is resolute — the loss, silence or absence evoked by such a sonic 
inversion is manifold. In reality many of the animals and habitats preserved on 
these recordings no longer exist — indeed what is lost forever in the biosphere is 
mirrored by the extinction of the recording and storage technologies themselves. 
We might consider analogue, disk based recordings as an endangered species, 
which are in effect silenced, inundated by their own surface noise and relegated to 
the margins by the hygiene of digital fetishism. 


EXHIBIT B - Supereste ut Pugnatis (Pugnatis) ut Supereste 

Whilst the two works are separated by some seventeen years and are 
radically divergent in sculptural form, they share many of my concerns with the 
history of power and control and concepts of silence and silencing, concepts 
that embrace both biology and language. 





Image 5. Supereste ut Pugnatis (Pugnatis) ut Supereste 
At the PowerHouse Museum, ISEA 2013 © lan Hobbs 


The back-story that links Silent Forest with SPPS is the origin of Agent 
Orange itself. Contrary to conventional wisdom it was not the Pentagon who 
devised the chemical defoliants (Agents: Orange, Orange |; Orange II; Orange 
Il; Super Orange; Green; Blue; Pink; Purple and White; etc) neither did they 
develop the now familiar guerrilla warfare strategies of Hearts and Minds; the 


resettlement into New Villages (internment camps) or Search and Destroy 
tactics. These were all bought off-the-shelf in a made-to-measure form, 
supplied by the British Military and their Chemical Warfare Establishment at 
Porton Down. Between 1948 to 1960 the British waged a campaign against 
Malaysian Communist insurgents with tactics that sought to deny them with 
food supplies. British strategies centred around the destruction of farmlands 
and forests with air-borne defoliants, the widespread killing of livestock and the 
re-settlement of entire communities. 





Image 6. The Artist infecting eggs in the lab © Nigel Helyer 


Supereste ut Pugnatis (Fight to Live) was the motto of the Chemical 
Defence Establishment and is the metaphorical banner of a work developed 
for the SemiPermeable+ exhibition mounted by SymbioticA at the 
PowerHouse Museum, Sydney as part of ISEA2013. The work examines the 
intersection between the Visual Arts and Bio-Sciences and focusses upon the 
development of metaphors that address the membrane in biology, politics and 
culture. 

We are defined, structured and bounded by membranes, selective 
barriers that function at a molecular level within our bodies and operate at the 
macro scale as the socio-political boundaries that confine and control our 
behaviour. 





Image 7. Supereste ut Pugnatis (Pugnatis) ut Supereste, 
detail of infected payload © Nigel Helyer 


My French raincoat, which is a membrane of sorts, bears the legend 
Impermeable, but | can assure you it is not, as like most membranes worth 
their salt, it is semi-permeable! Membranes are selectively permeable 
structures, controlling the exchange of ions in our synapses, transforming 
photons into carbohydrates in plants, acting as the meniscus of the world 
ocean, trading gasses with the atmosphere and regulating our climate. 

Manifest in the form of an architecture of power, a membrane 
becomes the portcullis and drawbridge regulating access to a Norman Castle; 
a filter of economic privilege to the VIP lounge and the algorithm that 
structures the flow of surveillance information at airport security. It is the tissue 
of legal language describing the socio-economic pressure valve that 
transported the poor and disaffected to Australia in a risible attempt to rid 
England of its criminal class; and the tongue twisters that policed the White 
Australia Policy designed to exclude people of colour and Asians. 

Supereste ut Pugnatis (Pugnatis) ut Supereste is designed to drift in 
these interstitial spaces between biology, politics, culture and history 
constantly recalling the functional significance of the membrane as border, as 
a cultural and linguistic filter, as a generator of difference. The work is offered 
as an omnisexual bacterium ingesting histories and narratives that associate 
through a labyrinth of metaphorical bonds, some feint and tenuous, others 
powerful and robust. A sonic sculpture illuminated by canary yellow, the yellow 


of egg yolk, the pallor of yellow fever, the threatening tide of the yellow races, 
the warning yellow flag of quarantine and contagion and more prosaically the 
globalised yellow of international art crates. Take a journey down any of these 
wormholes to discover a centripetal force that pulls back to the centre of this 
nexus. 


Vésicule germinatif 
Coquille 


SS uticule 
xX Blanc épais 








Chalaze 


Membrane 
vitelline 


Image 8.Diagram of an egg © public domain 


SPPS makes more than a nod towards the form and function of 
antique Chinese gunpowder rocketry and The Fire Drake Manual, a 14th 
Century Chinese military treatise edited by Jiao Yu and Lui Ji, which details 
the evolution of rocketry circa C10th. These early rockets were capable of 
carrying payloads of poisonous and infected biological material, launched over 
enemy lines and into civilian populations sheltering under siege - a preview 
perhaps for the xenophobe associating the idea of China with contamination. 
Here the sculptural form is hybridised with the physical structure of the 
Bacteriophage, a viral entity that pierces the membrane of a host Bacteria, 
injecting its DNA and commandeering the genetic machinery of the Bacteria to 
replicate itself ~ and all of this done without an entry permit! 

In SPPS the payload of the mutant rocket forms, glass cylinders 
containing infected eggs offer an ironic homage that reprises the origins of 
modern bio-warfare research, where chicken eggs were the bio-reactor of 
choice at the Chemical Defence Establishment at Porton Down where in 1940 
biological warfare work began in the highly secret autonomous group called 
Biology Department Porton (now known as the Chemical and Biological 
Defence Establishment) near Salisbury UK using some twenty thousand 
military ‘volunteers’ as guinea-pigs. 





Image 9.British servicemen as guinea-pigs and 
Vietnamese women traversing the Land of the Dead © public domain 


Such work was paralleled by the Soviet Bio-warfare programme that began in 
the 1920's at the Leningrad Military Academy and by the US Army, Gas 
Service Section established in 1917. Symbolically the egg functions to project 
life into the future, it is literally a vehicle for transmitting and maintaining the 
continuance of life but here it is usurped — weaponised as a vehicle to deflect 
and deter life. 


“Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall 
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall 
All the Kings horses 
And all the Kings men 
Couldn't put Humpty Dumpty Together again.” 


“When | use a word” Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful tone, “it means 
just what | choose it to mean — neither more nor less.” — “The question is,” 
said Alice, ‘whether you can make words mean so many different things.” — 
“the question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master — that’s all.” 
(Caroll, 1865). 


TEST PASSAGES, 
From 1.7.35 to 31.12.35. 
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i nn whe ASD seat Volcanoes are always interesting, and particularly 80 ¥ 
= on is an eye witness of their strange freaks. By day a thick colt 
smoke issue from the summit of the mountain, some two thousand fer 
above sea level, where the crater is, while by nicht it is a pills 
Te. 


Zrom_ 16th to 31st July 1935. (No. 35/14). 


With the exception of an occasional rumble there is no 
severe shock to cause alarm, except at long intervals, and then tt 
Volcano becomes so active that the ashes are carried by te winds j 
long distances, often up to fifty miles, and sometimes even up to 
seventy or eighty miles. 





1 ee ee . From_list to 15th August 1935. (Ho. 15). 
\ The question is," said Alice, 39/15) 
| “whether you can make words mean About thirty years ago a violent eruption took place, ¢ 
diff . " large amount of damage and le ving behind it a track which was pli 
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The question is," said Humpty being lost. 
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| that's all. 


A large hospital wes wrecked, and where the buildings 1 
there is now a deep body of water. Another “ffect of the eruptiol 
was that some distance out to sea a jet of water thousands of feel 
arose, and where there was once a reef there is now deep water. 


Exom_ist_ to 15th September 1935. (No. 35/17)« 


One may form some idea of the area in which these volci 
exist when it is known that at intervals submarine volcanoes brea! 
One of these burst forth about a mile and a half from the mainlan 
had great force at first, and for a time eruptions were very freq 


Erom_i6th_to 30th September 1935. (No. 35/18) 


Many stories are told by the natives regarding the his 
of the volcanoes, and many of these are very interesting. The g 
idea is that the spirits of the dead control the operations of th 
wal aAanaca and an eavuntian ar enrthonake ia sent to remind neonle 


Image 10. Humpty Dumpty, from Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland, 
illustrations by Sir John Tenniel and exemption test scripts © public domain 


And so, onto the slippery membrane of language, a tissue of words 
that wrap us in culture and identity and one that attempted to render Australia 
as white as egg albumen, protecting these shores from the influx of Chinese 
migration, a migration according to the xenophobes, as yellow as egg yolk. 
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“That mental control depends, first of all, on physical mastery, is so obvious 
that few believe it. Real control begins from stillness, from deliberation of 
manner, and eventually speech and action. Stillness remans the rarest of 
virtues. How seldom does one see a man or a woman sitting still?” 
(source - National Archives of Australia). 

These words are an example from hundreds of pages of Dictation 
Tests that operated in all Australian ports of entry from 1901 until 1958 with 
the primary function of excluding undesirables (specifically Asians) from 
migrating. This linguistic screening policy was coupled with the general and 
popular understanding that the indigenous Australian population would be 


bred-out, lightened and whitened until their genetic traces disappeared 
completely, thus extinguishing the world's oldest continuous culture. 








Form No. 21. COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA. 6/ fie 
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Image 11. A dictation test exemption certificate 
(for re-entry purposes) © public domain 





Australian Government 


If you come here by boat without a visa 
1 


"For more information call 1300 724 010 
WWW.australia.gov.au/novisa 


Image 12. Australian Government advertising © public domain 





This policy has an ominous resonance with the contemporary 
migration strategies of the Australian Government, who in flagrant disregard of 
International Human Rights Treaties, incarcerate asylum seekers in off-shore 
detention — as James Jupp noted "A message was sent out to the world that 
coloured people could not settle in Australia." (Jupp, 2002). 

The membrane is after all a skin; a skin of colour; a skin of language 
and culture, a flexible container designed to keep what is of value within and 
what is perceived as a contaminant without — its permeability is variable and 


determines the nature, rate of change and adaptation, the type and efficiency 
of cultural metabolism. 

To conclude — here is another Dictation Test passage just for good 
measure, its jingoism recalling the recent Prime Minister John Howard and his 
obsession with Cricket trivia as a criterion for citizenship. Perhaps you might 
like to take the test? 


“The swagman wrapped his gnarled and desiccated digits round his minuscule 
ukulele and with prodigious and egregious deficiency of musicology essayed a 
resounding cacophonous rendition of ‘Waltzing Matilda’ that caused a phobic 
frog to hurl itself suicidally into a brackish billabong." 

(source - National Archives of Australia). 


Maybe the government mandarins finally achieved the Impermeable! 


HELYER, NIGEL 


Dr Nigel Helyer; an internationally prominent sculptor and sound artist, is a 
contemporary polymath whose interdisciplinary practice combines art and science 
to embrace our social, cultural and physical environments. He brings these 
concerns together in creative projects that prompt the community to engage with 
their cultural histories, identity and sense of place; inviting us to examine the 
abstract conditions of our world and our complex relationships to it. 


Principal web archive -SonicObjects; Sonic Architecture. 
Email -sonique1@icloud.com 


REFERENCES 
Bousquet, G., Brocheux, P. (eds.) (2002) Viet Nam exposé Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press. 


Carroll L (1865) ) Alice in Wonderland: Macmillan, London. 


Jupp, J. (2002) From White Australia to Woomera. Cambridge: Cambridge University 


